
Protecting Our Lakes and Rivers: Lessons Learned from the BP Battle | Congressman Mark Kirk – 10th District, Illinois

    

Southwest News Herald, September 14, 2007

  

Let’s commend BP for reversing course and committing to not increase pollution of Lake
Michigan from its proposed expanded oil refinery in Whiting, Indiana. The overwhelming public
opposition reveals how much we really do care about protecting the Great Lakes.  Kudos to
Senator Durbin, Congressman Emanuel and Mayor Daley, who have strongly and effectively
represented this public view.

  

What’s next?  It’s time for our public officials to move beyond this particular controversy and
focus on what’s needed to reduce pollution and improve our water quality.  Here are four key
steps:

  

1.  The federal Clean Water Act has been on the books for more than 35 years, but its
fundamental water quality standards still have not been adopted by some Great Lakes states. 
For example, Indiana has not adopted required “antidegradation" rules, which are designed to
avoid more pollution of our lakes and rivers.  If Indiana had strong antidegradation standards in
place, then it likely could not have granted the permit for BP to increase water pollution.  It’s
time for Indiana and all other states to enact strong water quality rules and for the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency to enforce the Clean Water Act when states are recalcitrant.

  

2.  Illinois needs to clean up our own act and reduce water pollution.  While Illinois political
leaders are opposing BP’s proposed increased pollution in Indiana, the Illinois Environmental
Protection Agency is considering permits for Conoco-Phillips’ and Marathon Oil’s refinery
expansions in our own state that would allow increased pollution into the Mississippi River and
Wabash River.  Not surprisingly, representatives of the Indiana Governor’s office have grumbled
about people in glass houses not throwing stones.  The Illinois EPA Director publicly committed
to take a harder look now at the proposed water pollution permits for these refinery expansions
in Illinois.  Darn right.

  

3.  It’s time to aggressively move forward in cleaning up Lake Michigan and the four other Great
Lakes.  There have been many plans over the past 20 years, but too little money. 
Congressmen Rahm Emanuel and Mark Kirk have called for a substantial federal funding
commitment to restore the Great Lakes and preserve this global treasure of natural resources,
clean and fresh drinking water, and recreational enjoyment, which covers eight states and two
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Canadian provinces.  Our region’s Congressional delegation should re-double its efforts to
commit the necessary funding to meet the compelling needs.

  

4.  It’s time for businesses and environmental regulators to recognize that the rules of the game
have now changed.  The citizen outrage against BP’s proposed increased pollution should be a
wake-up call for any businesses or municipalities considering plans to dump more pollution into
our lakes and rivers. 

  

The Great Lakes is our planet’s largest fresh water body. It provides drinking water for 28 million
people, diverse recreation opportunities for many, and teems with aquatic life. It creates
enormous tourism value for our regional economy and enhances our communities’ quality of
life.  The economic value for Midwesterners is reflected in the hefty premiums paid for pricey
shoreline properties.

  

The public cares about protecting our natural heritage. Let’s learn from the BP experience and
apply those lessons going forward to reduce pollution of the Great Lakes and rivers. To recall a
rallying cry from the 1970s:  “Don’t do it in the lake!”

  

Howard A. Learner is the Executive Director of the Environmental Law & Policy Center, the
Midwest’s leading environmental and economic development advocacy organization.
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